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60 Perspectives on Learning

of learning. What lessons are imparted during the social interaction?
Evidently, John's father is modeling certain ways of “teaching” as a par-
ent by giving John guidance about how he might make sense of an aspect
of “government”—that abstract name we give to the set of political ar-
rangements we live under as defined in our Constitution. What is John

learning and how is he learning it? Could this kind of learning happen in
a classroom?

F: What are you watching on TV, John?

J: T was looking f‘or basketball, Dad, but I got onto C-SPAN where they
were broadcasting a debate from the Senate in Washington and I started
watching it.

E; Thaftf s'good. Thope this means you're going to become a lawyer and a
politician instead of a basketball player.

I: Fat char_lce!—Well, maybe I'd settle for President! The debate has been
interesting, though. Come watch it with me. I've been puzzled by
something,

: What’s_ thz?t? The quality of our representation in Washington?

Stop kidding. I'm puzzled because it looks like the Vice President is

there for the debate.

: And?

Well, I thought the Vice President and the President only went to the

Senate on very special occasions—like the, um, State of the Union

Address, I think it’s called.

F: You're right about the President, but not about the VP. Each have dif-
ferent constitutional duties, and one of the VP’s duties is to preside
over Senate debates.

J: Oh, jchat egplains it then! I guess I was confused about what the Vice
President is supposed to do. But, wait a minute, wasn’t the VP away
overseas last week? [ remember seeing him on the news, visiting
Australia,

F: Yes, that's right. What's the problem with that?

J: Well, how can he preside over the Senate if he is away a lot of the
time?

o o

=

EF: The next in the line of authority takes over. I'm ashamed to say I'm not
exactly sure who that is—I don’t remember my civics lessons too well.
Maybe it's the Senate Majority Leader. We should look it up some-
where.

J: Yeah, I think I brought home my American government textbook from
i:l;_ool; I'll run up to my room and get it—it should tell us who's next

ine.

F: OK, but hurry back. This debate looks interestin g. It's about censorship
and freedom of speech. Do you ever talk about those ideas in school?

Social Aspects of Learning 61
Case Three

Strictly speaking, this is a case of discovery or inquiry rather than a case of
learning, although of course the individuals involved ended up learning
a great deal. Discuss the role played here by intellectual and even physi-
cal tools—would the investigators have learned what they did without
these, or were these things ancillary to their problem-solving? What other
resources available in our society or culture did these men draw upon?
Would a lone individual have been able to make this breakthrough?
Finally, does science education in our schools ever approximate what hap-
pened here?

The case involves two young scientists at the beginning of their careers,
Francis Crick and James Watson, who shared an office in the Cavendish
Laboratory at Cambridge University in the early 1950s. They got caught
up in the worldwide “race” to decipher the structure of the molecule that
is fundamental to life: DNA. This is an extract from the book by Watson
describing the final stages in the breakthrough that won them the Nobel
Prize. The two young men had been waiting for metal models of chemical
compounds they believed to be ingredients of DNA to be prepared in the
lab’s workshop; but in the meantime they had been using rough card-
board cutouts to test their ideas about how to account for various kinds of
data they had either collected or had been given, and the diverse calcula-
tions that they had made:

Only a little encouragement [of the technicians in the workshop] was need-
ed to get the final soldering accomplished in the next couple of hours. The
brightly shining metal plates were then immediately used to make a model
in which for the first time all the DNA components were present. In about
an hour I had arranged the atoms in positions which satisfied both the x-ray
data and the laws of stereochemistry. The resulting helix was right-handed
with the two chains running in opposite directions. Only one person can eas-
ily play with a model, and so Francis did not try to check my work until
I backed away and said that I thought everything fitted.... Another fifteen
minutes of fiddling by Francis failed to find anything wrong, though for brief
intervals my stomach felt uneasy when I saw him frowning. In each case he
became satisfied and moved on to verify that another interatomic contact was
reasonable. ... The next several days were to be spent using a plumb line and
a measuring stick to obtain all the relative positions of all atoms in a single

nucleotide.®

Before discussing this case, you might want to reflect on the case
“Learning to Balance Chemical Equations” in Chapter 10. Both depend on
social interactions for learning to take place.
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64 Perspectives on Learning

country does not always indicate the presence of cultural differences—
a student who has moved to the USA from Australia might be more at
home in the culture of a middle-class predominately white school than
a student who has moved to the same school from a Spanish-speaking
area of Los Angeles, although many of the inhabitants of this latter re-
gion might be second or even third-generation Americans.) This example
also illustrates the fact that there are major cultural differences within a
large country like the USA; a typical urban school district might contain
Samoan-Americans, Black and Hispanic Americans, Native Americans,
Russian-Jewish Americans, third- or fourth-generation students of Anglo-
American descent, and many others. And not all members of any one of
these groups will necessarily share the same culture!

The important point for our purposes is that culture interacts in very
complex ways with learning and the processes of schooling more gener-
ally. Understanding something about the culturally shaped assumptions,
practices, and values of students will enable a teacher to be more effective
in promoting learning, but will also make the teacher more sensitive to
his or her own deep-seated cultural assumptions and how these might be
shaping the attitude that is being adopted towards students who seem to
be “different.”

There was a time (thankfully past?) when the poor performance on
some school learning tasks by some culturally different students was ex-
plained in terms of a so-called “deficit” model. The cultures these stu-
dents brought to school with them were thought of as being in some sense
“lower” on an evolutionary scale, as not containing resources that allowed
these students to work effectively on learning tasks important for achiev-
ing success in the modern world. More recent research has revealed the
complex truth—culturally different students (while of course having in-
dividual differences, as is the case with respect to the members of any
group) do have adequate resources and intellectual capacities, but this fact
has been “masked” for many educators who are working from within
a different cultural framework. Two examples might make this abstract
point more concrete.

Shirley Brice Heath became interested in why minority children in
a poor rural school district seemed unwilling—or maybe unable—to an-
swer the routine kinds of questions asked by their teachers during typi-
cal school lessons.” She conducted interviews and observations, but also
visited the teachers at home to document the kinds of questions that they
asked their own children, and she compared these to the types of ques-
tions met with by the students in their homes. She discovered that teach-
ers typically asked questions (both at school and in their own homes)

for which they knew the answers (like “what is seven take away three?”),
whereas this type of questioning was quite foreign to the students, who—

Social Aspects of Learning
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in their own culture—were asked about matters that th_e adult_ concerned
did not usually know the answer to (like ”Why was Billy acting strteimge
today?”). These students did not see the point of teacher-type ?uesJ ons,
and had little practice at dealing with them, whe_reas the teac 1ersd.(§;vn
children were well socialized into this type of activity. There was no 1h er-
ence in intelligence here, no inability to answer guestxons, }?ut rathfer t er::a1
was a difference in cultural norms about the point of question-asking an
ion-answering behavior. _
ques"tflﬁz ::cind exgample is not unrelated;.it is drawn frolm a rapidlg ex-
panding body of research by anthropologufts, psychol‘oglsts, and .e uca-
tors that focuses upon the fact that schooling embodies many pr acncecs;
and activities that reflect social or cultural values and proclivities an
background knowledge that might not be shared by all siuder}’ts. T}mus,
some students might perform very well at tasks outside school, in l(:(1;1 t{.n"—t
ally familiar settings, while they fail miserably at school_—based tas.l s 1:1 ﬁa
require (what appear to the teacher to be) the very same mteﬂect‘ua skills.
In one study it was found that a student who was skilled at keeping sc%i(;s;
for six players at once in ten-pin bowling matches (a complex aci*h.wt}; i
involves tracking “strikes” where the score on the next two bowlsis a e’
to the ten earned for the strike, and “spares” where the score on the next
bowl is added to the ten for the spare) was quite ungble to solve bowl_mg
score problems presented in the school settmg.lg (This phepomenon aélsﬁs
not only when there are cultural differences; it also. can arise \:vhen a l'llai
who are competent problem~solve1;; in work settings are given simi
olve in school settings! -
probifs;; é?siussion has obviousl'? only scratched the surface of an impor-
tant and complex topic. With respect to our major concern in the present
book, however, Barbara Rogoff has summarized matters well:

The structure of problems that humans attempt to soi-ve, the knowledg?d basg
that provides resources, and the strategies for soh}hon thf:lt are cgns;f ere 3
more or less effective or sophisticated are situated in a social matmc_lob{:mr
poses and values. The problems that are posed_, the tools thafi are avai 21 fe to
solve them, and the tactics that are favored build on tlhe sc;ncmcultural efini-
tions and technologies with which an individual functions.

Before going on, you may find the case ”.Leaming to Read” in Chapter
10 interesting not only in the context of social learning but also as e; way
to think about many of the other theories already pr.esented. The dlz? c;(gue
sCulture and Learning” in Chapter 10 also raises issues worth thinking

about.



